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Abstract
There is a large body of scientific literature in social science and
governmental documents which deals with abstract norms and
principles for assessing and judging public deliberation and
participation. Almost all political scientists agree that public
participation enriches democracy by helping to ensure better decisionmaking and strengthening politicians’ accountability to the people. But,
what is the effect of public participation into transforming political
systems, and what are the key factors that cause these transformations?
These questions remain still unsolved completely. Through this article,
the main purpose is to elaborate the effects of public participation on
building up democracies (similarities and differences) in former
Yugoslav states, Kosovo and Croatia, by analyzing the Transformation
Index BTI, Croatia and Kosovo Country Reports and also Varieties of
Democracies - Public Variables on Public Participation for Kosovo and
Croatia. The hypotheses raised are based in transformation studies that
put an effort on explaining the importance of public participation in
different political changes, especially on bringing up democratic
values. Given a history that in many respects can be considered similar,
Kosovo and Croatia as two states that built the legal framework based
on the principles of the European Union, seem to have their differences
in the development of democracy with a focus on public participation
in decision-making that are rated very differently into the
Transformation Indexes.
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Introduction
In countries emerging from war and conflict, building democracy is a multi-factor process. But the most
important factor is civic activism and public participation in building democracy. There are many ways to do
this, which will be further elaborated in this paper, however, the purpose of this paper is to highlight how the
countries of the former Yugoslavia have prospered in democracy through civic participation in politics, and
such an action has had effect in practice. Croatia and Kosovo have a past that coincides in many respects,
especially in historical and political terms, yet as two countries emerging from the great Yugoslav state; both
have prospered on their path to Euro-Atlantic integration and also in building democracy. After the end of
the wars. It is important to analyze their path in this process, to see how certain policies that have
encouraged public participation in policy-making have influenced the advancement of democracy in the
country. Through this article, the main purpose is to elaborate the effects of public participation on building
up democracies (similarities and differences) in former Yugoslav states, Kosovo and Croatia, by analyzing
the Transformation Index BTI, Croatia and Kosovo Country Reports and also Varieties of Democracies Public Variables on Public Participation for Kosovo and Croatia. The hypotheses raised are based in
transformation studies that put an effort on explaining the importance of public participation in different
political changes, especially on bringing up democratic values.
Theorical approach on public participation and democracy
There is a large body of scientific literature in social science and governmental documents which deals with
abstract norms and principles for assessing and judging public deliberation and participation. Public
participation is the bedrock on which democracy rests. It enriches democracy including by helping to ensure
better decision-making and strengthening politicians’ accountability to the people. Today, people
increasingly engage in conventional and unconventional political actions. Conventional actions refer to
classical modes of political action like voting, petitions and membership in parties, whereas unconventional
actions add demonstrations, flash mobs, critical consumption, protest marches and other forms of (digital)
protest, squatting, and civil disobedience.[1] As the authors Achen and Bartels argue in Democracy for
Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce Responsive Government, that in the conventional view, democracy
begins with the voters. Ordinary people have preferences about what their government should do. They
choose leaders who will do those things, or they enact their preferences directly in referendums. In either
case, what the majority wants becomes government policy— a highly attractive prospect in light of most
human experience with governments.[2] Public authorities have a responsibility to provide education,
information and encouragement for public participation. [3] In difference on conventional view, Democratic
systems provide, in addition to the classic, conventional, a variety of unconventional forms (Kaase
1992, 148), unconstitutional (Uehlinger 1988, 110) or activist/extra-parliamentary (Ekman and Amnå
2012, 295) forms of political participation. To set the political agenda or to exert political influence, the
citizens participate in unconventional activities (mostly in different forms of protest actions). Those
forms of political participation appear as a "spontaneous or planned mobilization process outside of
institutionalized framework" of the state, thus, in relative distance from party-based political institutions
(Kaase 2000) hence occur as more themed and issues-focused (Kersting 2008, 24). [4]

Transformation studies put an effort on explaining the importance of public participation in different
political changes, especially on bringing up democratic values. Following key factors for successful
democratization in Central and Eastern European countries including former Yugoslav states that absence
of a credible alternative to liberal democracy; wide change of elites via democratic elections; relative strong
establishment of civil society and their active role in the regime change; and perspective of EU accession as
general orientation for reforms. [5] All these examples have happened in Kosovo and Croation, which will be
my case studies of this analysis, with the focus of how public participation is affecting their democratic
system to be further developed.
Yugoslavia collapse has influenced development of democracy in Kosovo and Croatia
As for the collapse of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was a steady and increasingly violent
process of disintegration of a multiethnic state that prided itself for bringing harmony and stability to a
traditionally fractious region. Yugoslavia’s collapse had two primary patterns of breakdown. One pattern,
seen in Slovenia and Macedonia, was largely peaceful, leading to little ongoing conflict. The other pattern,
seen in Croatia, Bosnia-Hercegovina and Kosovo, was one of ethnic warfare, massacres, war crimes, and
conflict resolution imposed from the outside by foreign powers. [6] Specially, the second example shows that
the large engagement of public was determining the historical/political changes happen before/after the
existence of Yugoslavia. Also, it brings in front line the importance of public participation on initiating and
differentiating public policies and political narratives.
However, three decades after Yugoslav disintegration, all the states are formally democratic countries: In
Kosovo and Croatia especially, there are regular multi-party elections, apparent separation of powers,
established democratic institutions and democratic language. Still, there is a need to distinguish between the
institutions and formal procedures of democracy and actual implementation. Accountable governments,
checks and balances, rule of law and freedom of speech are largely absent from political practices in the
region. [7]
Current situation of democracy development through public participation
Even though, Kosovo and Croatia have incorporated the International conventions and rules into their
constitution system, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, article 25 [8] of which
states that every citizen has the right and opportunity to take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly or
through freely chosen representatives; vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elections which shall be by
universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression of the will of
the electors; Have access, on general terms of equality, to public service in his country. Both countries lack
on increasing public participation in different levels of governance.

Civil participation can occur during different times of election and in-between elections, during the various
stages of development of policies and
laws.[9] Still comparing the results of ten
years,

(2010 – 2020), there are low

levels of public participation in political
decision-making

processes,

including

elections, as well as low interest in
participating, due to limited trust in
government and democracy.
However, the low level of participation
of citizens and CSOs in the decisionmaking and policy-making process is not
only related to the access of institutions,
but also to the culture of participation
and the capacities of civil society.[10] This low level of civic activism greatly affects the process of
participation in decision-making and policy-making. The quality of a government depends largely on social
norms and civic engagement. The networking and cooperation of citizens in a society is also known as social
capital. Researchers have found numerous links between societies which have a high level of social
engagement or civic networking, with better public policies and more efficient governance. [11]
As for the election, as the direct democracy through which citizens chose the authority to govern the state,
both, in Croatia and Kosovo, the
election-turnout is low, and there is no
trust in elected political representatives’
abilities or willingness to act in public
interest in both states. [7]
As presented in the figure from V-dem
Institute[12], similar to Croatia, also in
Kosovo the election turnout remains
equivalent throughout the years. There
is no in-depth analyses why the results
are remaining almost constant, but the
dissatisfaction with the governance
remains the most mentioned cause.
Based on Transformation Index BTI 2018, Croatian elections for the national parliament local and regional
self-government units, and presidency can be rated as free and fair. Generally, the legal framework of
political-party and electoral-campaign financing is well-structured, but the enforcement of legal provisions
and effective legal sanctioning of violations of law is weak. Croatia has 10 electoral districts, each electing
14 members of parliament. The eight remaining members of parliament are elected by national minorities

(with three seats reserved for the Serb minority). Three additional members of parliament are elected by
Croatian citizens with no permanent residence in Croatia (the diaspora).
The democratically elected representatives possess an effective power to govern. As the social partnership
system in place in Croatia is only partially efficient, strong groups such as the most powerful entrepreneurs,
war veterans and representatives of the Catholic Church exercise influence over many important political
decisions.[13] Croatian citizens face no limitations when organizing themselves into political or civil
initiatives. Freedom of expression is
constitutionally

guaranteed,

but

occasionally subject to interference. [14]
Kosovo

has

held

six

parliamentary

elections since the 1999 war. While
Kosovo Serbs from northern Kosovo
boycotted subsequent local and national
elections, in the rest of Kosovo the
Serbian

population

has

increasingly

participated in and run for seats in the
National Assembly. The spending of
public funds on election campaigns and
the use of media controlled by the government or political parties are considered standard practice.

[13]

According to the constitution the freedom of association and gathering is guaranteed. More than 7,000 civic
organizations/NGOs are active in Kosovo, especially on municipal policy, corruption and environmental
issues.
The problem remains that interference in NGOs’ activities, is still common. Street protests are a frequent
means

of

government.
and

media

putting
[13]

pressure

on

the

Freedom of expression

is

guaranteed

by

the

constitution. Freedom of expression can
only be limited by law and the decision of
the

Independent

Media

Commission

(IMC). But many journalists believe that
the IMC’s decisions are of a rather
political nature. [13]

Conclusion
Given a history that in many respects can be considered similar, Kosovo and Croatia as two states that built
the legal framework based on the principles of the European Union, seem to have their differences in the
development of democracy with a focus on public participation in decision-making. Croatia has advanced
both in the area of free elections and association, having a democratization with an indexation of 8.4 out of
10 in total, yet it still needs to develop incentive policies for elections and civic activism to keep the
government accountable and transparent.
On the other hand, although the electoral system in Kosovo has advanced, frequent elections do not help
increasing the election turnout. Many political issues have often provoked protests and instability. Also,
although freedom of association is guaranteed by law, many entities are still considered not independent to
act, therefore the democracy indexation is 6.5, out of 10 in total.
As a result, this paper has reflected that in both countries mentioned above, there is still a low level of
citizen participation in the decision-making and policy-making process, which is not necessarily related only
to the approach of the institutions, but also to the culture of participation and the capacities of the civil
society. Therefore, in the future, government institutions should feel obliged to invest in the strengthening of
civil society. Because this would consequently affect the change of social mentality, and that would affect
the increase of interest in participation in decision-making and political processes. Thus, consequently, the
general social climate would be improved, which would have an even greater impact on social activism.
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